ELICITING VERBIAGE and refining style are the principal concerns of the English comp teacher. In fact, J. Ross Winterowd specifically disclaims the English teacher's responsibility for more basic problems.' Certainly, being able to explain thoughts fully and in an effective fashion aren't trivial, concerns, but they are second order problems for the truly non-proficient writer, the one who habitually produces deviant sentences [See (1)- (6) Group composing as espoused by John McNamara in "Teaching the Process of Writing" may seem to be a viable method for teaching the very unskilled.2 However, it violates one important principle of language acquisition, and learning to write is, to a great extent, a language learning problem. This is readily seen when advice such as Lou Kelley's, to "talk on paper," is examined.3 What are the actual ramifications of such advice, which is also rather commonly given in the form "Just write it the way you'd say it"?
Students of mine who have been told this frequently complain to me that it is very aggravating advice. No matter how they try, the written sentence doesn't come out like talking. And no wonder. Talking and writing are separate skills actually governed by different networks in the brain. Studies with aphasics have shown that damage to one skill does not necessarily imply damage to the other. Furthermore, telling students to "talk on paper" misleads them. It falsely implies that writing is as easy and natural as talking, and, patently, it is not. Moreover, if the student is led to believe that he should be able to write just because he can talk, and he fails, he can feel pretty stupid.
It is far better if, at the outset, he is made aware of the nature of the task before him. In my experience, students are grateful to know what it is they have to learn: a new skill. Furthermore, they are stimulated to try to learn when they realize that their failure to write doesn't imply lack of intelligence, merely lack of a skill. Regardless of how one judges such selections, it is incontrovertible that they represent one style of written language, but not of spoken.
The following are examples of nonproficient writers' attempts to explain either their thoughts or their knowledge:
(1) The need to find out who he is, is something every freshman wishes he could make.
(2) The basic question is not the color of the prisoners to determine the government's action but to put down the (8) know that diminish does not require the passive:
(8b) American support is gradually diminishingSince diminish and deplete share semantic features, the unwary might well assume that they appear in the same relationship to nouns in sentences. As it happens, deplete requires an overt object in a sentence. This can be signalled either by using the passive, as in (8a), or by placing a noun in direct object position. Diminish does not require an object. The errors in (7) and (8) If no pathological condition is the cause of sentences (1)- (8), what is?
Earlier in this article, I pointed out that learning to write is a language learning problem. It takes a child years and years of constantly using language and listen ing to it to get the rules down pat. If anywhere near a proportionate amount of time were spent on learning writing there would be far fewer proficiency problems. As it now stands, however, many schoolchildren do not get a regular chance to write entire sentences, much less compositions. Instead, they underline correct answers in workbookfill in the blanks, or circle the right number. Even if they are occasionally asked to write an essay it is frequently not corrected thoroughly, or, if it is, all too often the teacher has done so using the handbook numbers game. The pupil dutifully looks up the numbers and finds that he can't make any connection between his sentence and whatever the handbook is describing. Analysis and comparison of syntax is a sophisticated skill well beyond the ability of the uninitiated, especially if the sample sentence in the handbook bears no surface resemblance to the sentence in the essay which the writer has to correct, a rather common occurrence. It is now well known to linguists, at least, that children learn to speak by checking their utterances against those they hear. Thus they extrapolate rules of language which they constantly refine until they speak in an adult fashion. They might likewise learn to write if they were urged to write and if their writing were restructured for them, but few teachers have the will or the time or the whatever to Experimenting with seven classes of these freshmen, I have found that the teaching of core sentences which Winterowd so summarily dismisses is actually a highly effective, many-pronged tool. The very fact that one can start with relations that even the most frightened and defeated students can recognize and discuss is of great importance.
The simplicity of the early exercises shows them that they need not be afraid to notice and to make judgments. Since their attention is first focused on structures they can understand, their curiosity about language and its manipulation is stimulated. Thus, they become increasingly sensitive to written language, noticing more and more about their own and their classmates' as the semester progresses. This, of course, is essential for continuing progress in writing. If awareness can be aroused, the student will continue to develop after leaving freshman comp.
But sensitivity is not enough. One must be able to play with sentences, and to evaluate the effect of rearranging words in the sentence. Consideration of the basic relations of the nouns to the verb, as in sentences (10)- (16) gives ample opportunity for developing both skills. Furthermore, it is impossible to ignore matters of discourse when dealing with such sentences, for which noun in a sentence may become subject is as much a matter of focus, style, or context as it is of syntax.
Finally, and crucially, presentation of core sentences quickly convinces students that language is rule governed be- Best of all, these lessons are not learned by lectures. They are learned from the students' own analyses. Two lines of discussion are opened by these. First, that (10b) and (10c) imply that the entire garden was planted with corn, whereas (10) and (10a) are ambiguous in this respect. These may be used whether or not other items were planted. Although implication governs whether or not garden will be placed so that it may appear without its preposition, other considerations govern whether or not the agent, Max, is to be subject.
This brings us to another discussion. Although students consistently and readily supply the [by + agent] at the end of a passive, they just as readily agree it sounds funny. I tell them to substitute:
"the tall, dirty freckle-faced kid with blue overalls" (or a similarly lengthy noun phrase) for "Max." The consensus, predictably, is that the heavily modified agent phrase seems more natural in a passive sentence than in an active, and conversely that the single word agent is better in an active. The principle that lengthy phrases and clauses tend to be zapped to the end of an English sentence is thus established.
Someone usually manages to comment
This content downloaded from 204.168.144.121 on Tue, 24 May 2016 18:54:34 UTC All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms that "by Max" need not be mentioned at all, whereupon I point out that avoiding mention of "who done it" is a common reason for using the passive. This leads to the subject of using the passive as a device for getting rid of a superabundance of I. Several I sentences can be thrown at the class so that it may passivize them for practice. Keeping a collection from old themes helps in such an exercise.
Next we discuss when it would be permissible to use "by Max." The very fact that it is not usual makes it what linguists call a marked construction.
Therefore it is used if special focus is to be made on Max. Often I ask the class to write contexts for the sentences under discussion. For instance, for (10a) someone might produce:
(10d) The garden was planted with corn by Max, not Alec. That even direct object position cannot always be filled even if the meaning of the verb doesn't prevent it is shown by:
(19) *The magician disappeared the rabbit.
The periphrasis "made the rabbit disappear" must be used. Knowing the raw meaning, so to speak, of a word is not enough. One must also learn its permissible contexts. Both (13) and (14) Sentences (15) and (16) After all this discussion of the rulegoverned nature of language, the uninitiated might be chagrined by this business of "some accept" and "some ments. Basing an English teaching method on the latest psycholinguistic and syntactic theory usually assures its efficacy, but many, a good theory has a funny thing happen to it on the way to the classroom. Not this one! The students themselves, on anonymous questionnaires, affirm that the grammar lessons helped teach them to write, gave them insights into language, and, wonder of wonders, were interesting. Some even complained that there wasn't enough grammar. Less than ten percent overall found the gram- 
